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WOMEN AT WORK IN MALI: THE CASE OF THE MARKALA COOPERATIVE 
By Susan Caughman 
The Markala Cooperative resulted from the resolution of a group of poor 
women in rural Mali to seek paid employment. When they joined together in 
1975, their goals were to earn a regular salary and to learn marketable 
skills. Although in goals the cooperative is not unlike other c~mmunity-based 
income-generating projects, for women throughout the world, it differs 
from almost all in one vital aspect. The Markala Cooperative is a development 
project designed and implemented by the beneficiaries themselves. It was 
neither donor-inspired nor the creation of a national government program. 
The cooperative has significant implications for planners because its 
structure and evolution reflect women's own perceptions of the.ir economic and 
social situation. In this case, rather than studying wom1n•s lives in order to plan projects to which rural women will respond, we can study a 
project designed by women in order to learn about their own strategies for 
enhancing their lives. These strategies are vital both for planners of 
women-speci fie projects and those wishing to ensure that women will benefit 
from large multi-purpose projects. 
This report originated in response to a request by members of the Markala 
Cooperative that the Ministry of Rural Development provide them with technical 
assistance in assessing their financial situation and with advice on how to 
increase revenues. The Ministry then submitted a proposal to the Ford 
Foundation for such an evaluation of the cooperative, with the additional 
goals of evaluating the cooperative' s impact on women's lives in Markala and 
reporting on the project's policy implications for a Ministry program directed 
at increasing productivity of rural women. 3 Finally, the Ford Foundation 
requested an analysis of the programmatic implications of the Markala 
cooperative for technical assistance organizations seeking to increase the 
earnings of low-income women throughout Africa. 
The findings of this study are set out below in five parts, reflecting the 
multiple goals of the study. A SKETCH OF THE MARKALA COOPERATIVE provides a 
brief description of the cooperative for those readers unfamiliar with it. 
WOMEN'S WORLD IN MARKALA presents the economic and social background of 
women's lives in Markala, a framework necessary to understand cooperative 
members' goals as well as the impact of the cooperative on their lives. THE 
MARKALA COOPERATIVE ASSESSED evaluates the cooperative in terms of management 
decisions made by members themselves, in financial terms, and in terms of the 
impact of the cooperative on members' lives. The implications of the Markala 
experience for planners is discussed in OBSERVATIONS FOR PLANNERS, and the 
last section, CONCLUSIONS, presents policy recommendations. 
The data for this report were collected in August and September 1980 
through interviews in Markala and Bamako, analysis of the cooperative's 
financial records, and an extensive, open-ended questionnaire completed 
individually with 50 of the cooperative's 52 members.4 Interviews 
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provided qualitative data on cooperative members' perceptions about women's 
changing access to resources and family responsibilities and thus helped place 
the impact of the cooperative in the broader context of recent social and 
economic changes in women's lives in Mali. 
Women, say the Bambara, are the foundation upon which the uni verse is 
built (Dinye sigira musow kan). This proverb reflects the conviction that, as 
producers, processors, farmers, traders, in the multitude of their roles, 
women are essential to family prosperity. In agricultural societies the value 
of women's production has been clearly recognized as of fundamental 
importance. But women's traditional income-generating activities are 
gradually being displaced, throughout Africa, by imported products, local 
industry, and, in some cases, cash-crop agriculture. Now, off the farm, in 
towns like Markala, exclusion from education and non-agricultural employment 
has further reduced women's access to means of production, and the gap between 
their labor and earnings grows. 
In this changed setting, women are seeking new ways to fulfill their 
obligations as productive family members. It is the intention of this report 
to analyze the attempt of one group of women to master their changed 
situation. Their search should be shared by all those concerned with 
increased rural production and rural development. 
A SKETCH OF THE MARKALA COOPERATIVE 
Markala, a small town of 8,000 people on the Niger River, is 300 
kilometers by paved road from Bamako, Mali's capital. The Cooperative is 
located between the town's two residential neighborhoods on land allocated to 
it by the local government. On this site are the cooperative' s two main 
buildings, a cement-walled workshop with shaded porches allowing members to 
work outdoors and a mud-walled storage building. A soapworks, a small cement 
building housing a millet-grinding mill, and washing tubs complete the 
cooperative's infrastructure. The site has piped-in water but no 
electricity. Here, each day, according to a flexible schedule determined by 
individuals' domestic chores, cooperative members spend five to six hours 
working at cloth dyeing and soapmaking. These activities earn each member a 
monthly salary, currently set at 4,000 Malian francs (FM), or about $10. 
The cooperative was founded in 1975 by a group of 20 women in response to 
a suggestion by Mrs. Thiam, then living in the town, as a way of increasing 
their incomes. Although Mrs. Thiam has been an active advocate of the 
cooperative since its inception, she has consistently been careful to avoid 
intervention in internal decision-making, which remains entirely in the hands 
of members themselves. Since 1975, 32 women have joined the original group, 
bringing the cooperative membership to 52. At the moment, cooperative 
membership rolls are closed, and there is a waiting list for entrance. 
Cooperative members are generally older, married women. Of the 52 
members, 49 are married, 2 are single, and one is a widow. Sixty-four percent 
of members are in polygamous marriages; of those, only 3 women have 3 
co-wives, the maximum allowed under Islamic law. The others are almost evenly 
divided into two groups of women with one and two co-wives each. Seventy 
percent of the members are over 30 years old. 5 Their approximate average 
age at marriage was 16, and they have an average of 5.8 living children. 
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The Markala cooperative has applied for and received funds from several 
donors including Canadian, Dutch, and American voluntary agencies; the total 
value of grants received to date is about $49,000 . About half of this was 
for the construction of cooperative buildings; other grants paid for training 
programs, the soapworks, a millet-grinding mill and diesel motor, and a 
pick-up truck. 
Cloth dyeing has been the principal revenue base for the cooperative since 
1975. Using a number of different techniques and dyes, both vegetable and 
chemical, members dye cotton cloth, hand-woven by local weavers or made at a 
nearby factory. Most finished cloth is sold in Bamako, although some is sold 
at the cooperative to visitors. Because cloth-dyeing has never been as 
profitable as members hoped, they have attempted a number of secondary 
activities. Of these, boiling-process soapmaking and group ownership and 
management of a millet-grinding mill, both begun in 1979, seem to hold promise 
for future revenues, al though neither has yet produced enough to profit to justify salary increases for members. 
WOMEN'S WORLD IN MARKALA 
At first glance, Markala resembles many small Sahelian villages. Mud 
houses, some with tin roofs, are arranged around central courtyards; unpaved 
roads are plied by donkey carts carrying wood, goods, and passengers to an 
open market where a wide variety of items are displayed for sale by local 
women and itinerant salesmen. But this resemblance ends at the market as the 
town's two residential neighborhoods, Kirango and Diamarabougou, are separated 
by a complex of workshops, cement warehouses, and office buildings of the 
Office du Niger, Mali's largest irrigated agricultural scheme, begun under 
French colonial rule in 1932. 
Fed by the waters of the Niger held behind Markala 's dam, a network of 
canals and dikes now irrigates some 40,000 hectares of rice, cotton, and 
sugercane. The construction of this irrigation complex was carried out 
initially in the 1930s and 1940s and required the immigration (much of it 
forced) of thousands of tenant farmers, laborers, and semi-skilled masons, 
carpenters, mechanics, and welders, all of whom were managed through the 
Office du Niger's staff at the Service des Travaux Neufs (Bureau of New Works) 
based in Markala. 6 This office is still responsible for the maintenance 
of the canals and dikes; along with the foundry, garages, and workshops of the 
Office du Niger, as well as an independent boat works, a military 
installation, a hospital, and schools, the office helps assure that 
considerable opportunities exist for Markala' s men to work as wage laborers 
and salaried employees. None of the heads of household of the members of the 
Markala Cooperative support themselves exclusively through agriculture and 74 
percent are wage earners (18 percent of the women's husbands are retired). 
(See Table 1, Occupations of Male Heads of Households of Markala Cooperative 
Members, below.) 
The extremely low salaries paid to workers in Markala, averaging 20,000 FM 
($50) per month, when considered against recent inflation, the decline in 
terms of trade, and the declining value of women's production in town, results 
in little noticeable improvement in material lifestyles for families moving 
from farms to Markala. Extended family and ceremonial obligations remain 
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strong and, combined with their assured wages, place heavy financial burdens 
on many to assist relatives and family members. Moreover, people in Markala 
claim that their economy has never recovered from the extended drought of 
1968-1973. Before the drought, they assert, food insecurity was unknown. 
Millet and rice were plentiful and available at prices townspeople could 
afford. Before the drought, they recount, the Niger river was full to 
overflowing with fish, and on a day when cash was short, Markala women could 
go to the river and trap the fish for the day's meal. 
Table l 
Occupations of Male Heads of Households 
of Markala Cooperative Members* 
Wage-Earning 
Mechanic 
Unskilled Laborer 
Nurse/Health Worker 
Boatman 
Welder 
Clerk 
Accountant 
Carpenter 
Cook 
Electrician 
Brickmaker 
Warehouseman 
Pump Repairman 
Pharmacist Assistant 
School Teacher 
Civil Servant 
Self Employed 
Trader/Salesman 
Tailor 
Blacksmith 
Driver 
Fisherman 
Watch Repairman 
Number 
6 
5 
5 
4 
3 
3 
2 
1 
1 
1 
l 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
37 
Number 
2 
2 
2 
2 
l 
1 
10 
Total 47 
*Forty-seven of the fifty members are currently married. 
While some of this may reflect a tendency to romanticize the past, it is 
also true that fundamental transformations of Mali's economy have probably 
occurred. Grain production has yet to reach pre-drought levels and some 
ecologists believe that the years of low water levels in the Niger have 
permanently damaged fish-breeding areas. 7 In 1973, as well, at the height 
of the drought, the first of the major oil-price increases brought with it an 
inflationary spiral devastating to Mali, a land-locked country which imports 
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virtually all manufactured goods. One indicator of inflation, an index of the 
price of millet, Mali's basic grain, shows an 800 percent increase between 
1963 and 1978. Although salary figures are not available, increases have not 
kept up with inflation. Whatever the precise interplay of economic forces, 
Markala citizens believe that inflation and drought have fundamentally changed 
people's lives. Now, simply having enough to eat has become a constant 
struggle, and where there was once enough, there is a new poverty. 
Because of its history, Markala is an ethnically heterogenous place. The 
nonagricultural employment opportunities which pulled migrants to the Office 
du Niger zone were part of a general restructuring of the Malian economy under 
French rule. Colonial policy, through a series of carrot-and-stick measures, 
sought to increase the production of peanuts and cotton, crops profitable the 
Metropole. Migration to cash-crop areas in Senegal, Mali, and the Ivory Coast 
to earn tax money, as well as forced labor for the construction of railroads, 
buildings, and civil works such as the canals of the Office du Niger, brought 
about the movement of large numbers of Malians during and after the colonial 
period. As a result of these movements and settlement on the lands of the 
Office, all of Mali's ethnic groups are represented in the Markala Cooperative 
and many of these women are daughters of the first generation migrants to 
Markala from all over Mali and what is now Upper Volta. Ethnicity per se, 
then, is not a determining factor in the structuring of the Markala 
Cooperative. 
Though the Office du Niger did provide training in trades such as 
mechanics, electricity and employment for men, men's wives have had no 
equivalent access to marketable skills. Of the 50 cooperative members 
interviewed, 42 (84 percent) have never been to school at all. Of the eight 
who did attend primary school, none finished and only two speak some French, 
the country's national language. Although all of these women engage in a 
variety of income- generating activities, none had ever been employed on a 
salaried basis or ever earned a regular monthly income before becoming members 
of the Markala Cooperative. Further, unlike their cousins outside th& towns, 
Markala women generally have no access to land and do not farm; there 
are no town jobs to replace agriculture or the income which land provides to 
women elsewhere in Mali. 
Financial Obligations 
Women in Mali, Cooperative members among them, are expected to make 
substantial contributions to the family budget and the maintenance of the 
household. Tradition governs with great precision the nature and extent of 
contributions by men and by women. This tradition 1s essentially an 
agricultural and village one, but nonetheless townswomen and men must continue 
to provide--though now through cash rather than kind--those goods and services 
each provided in the agricultural economy though their labor and their 
produce. Thus, though Markala women's husbands are wage-earners and part of 
the "modern" sector, though they are "townswomen," in many ways the 
environment which shapes their values is rural. 
To understand better the environment of social norms which structures 
cooperative members' lives, I asked them to describe their financial 
contributions to the family budget and those of their mothers. This question 
led to a discussion of the various activities women have undertaken to meet 
these obligations, both now and during the previous generation. Immediately 
apparent from their responses was the continuity between mothers and daughters 
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in terms of what "must" be contributed even though the setting has changed 
from farm to factory and from village to town. 
Amina ta Traore' s response gives a good example of the sexual di vision of 
labor which existed in the village where she was raised: 
Today and before are not the same. Women grew vegetables 
for the sauce on their own fields and helped the men grow 
millet on the family field. Then, at night they spun 
cotton and when they had enough thread they hired weavers 
to weave the cotton into strips for clothes and blankets. 
The head of the family distributed these until everyone 
had clothes. What was left over was sold by women and 
they could use the money to buy salt. Women also 
collected shea nuts to make butter for the family. 
The total value of women's subsistence income was high, but two essential 
items were always provided by women--food and clothes. Seventy-five percent 
of cooperative members cited cloth production as their mother's work. The 
obligation of women to clothe their children as well as themselves remains 
today. It is a grave offense to a Bambara woman 9of the region to hear her husband say in public that he buys her clothes. Farm women handled all 
steps in cloth production to literally clothe their families; in towns, 
however, as factory-made cloth became available at affordable prices, this 
responsibility was increasingly met through the purchase of cloth. To earn 
money to buy cloth, women often use cloth production techniques learned from 
their mothers. They spin local grown cotton and then have it woven into rough 
strips of cloth. This strip cloth, the end of the production for their 
mothers' generation, is often sold now. With the funds from the sale of the 
cloth, women may but factory-made threads and have another style of cloth 
woven by a weaver. This, too, can be sold in order to earn cash to buy 
clothes or to meet other expenses. At each step--raw cotton to hand-spun 
thread, thread to strips of cloth, sale to purchase of factory-made thread, 
this thread to yet another style of woven cloth, value is added and profits 
increase. A small number of women at the Markala Cooperative--nine women, or 
18 percent of those interviewed--had learned indigo or mud-dyeing techniques 
from their mothers and, like them, used this skill as a source of revenue to 
augment family income. 
For previous generations the obligation to clothe the family carried with 
it control over a valuable resource--cotton thread and, ultimately, all woven 
cloth--and valuable technologies. For women today, the value of traditional 
cloth-production skills has been significantly diminished by industrial 
products. It remains, however, one of women's principal revenue sources (see 
Table 2 below). In seeking to master chemical as well as traditional dyeing, 
Markala women aimed to modernize their skills, to increase their productivity. 
Providing food for the main meal of the day is the other constant and the 
most unrelenting of women's financial obligations. In agricultural families 
women could grow most of the ingredients that make up the "sauce," a stew of 
meat or fish, vegetables and spices that transforms rice and millet from 
stewed cereals to nutritionally balanced meals. Town women and those without 
access to farmland must purchase that ingredients for this sauce. To do this, 
they need money. In the past, the practice has been for employed men to give 
their wives nasongo--literally translated from the Bambara as "the price of 
the sauce"--in recognition of the fact that without land or employment women 
7 
could not provide food as their mothers had done. Today, most husbands can no 
longer afford to cover the full cost of the nasongo and many of the women 
received no regular "sauce" money at all. And for all the women interviewed, 
the struggle to find nasongo, to be able to afford the main meal of the day, 
has become a source of daily anxiety. 
In Markala households, cooking duties rotate among the adult women. In 
her turn, each woman is responsible for all the cooking over two days for the 
entire extended family. During these two days she buys the ingredients for 
the sauce and grinds grain or pays to have it ground. Thus, the financial 
burden on a woman is directly related to the size of her extended family: The 
larger the family, the more expensive the "sauce." This burden of cash outlay 
is mitigated, however, by the fact that in larger families a woman will 
probably share cooking responsibilities (and thus costs) with a number of 
other women, whether co-wives or wives of her husband's relatives. Of the 50 
women interviewed, only ten were solely reponsible for cooking, while the 
other 40 had co-wives or relatives to spell them from the work and share the 
expense of meal preparation for large families. 
To meet basic food responsibilities Markala women must come up with 
important sums of cash each month. Despite my hesitation about 
quantification, I have estimated women's cash needs for basic food because 
interviewees insisted upon volunteering information about the precise amounts 
of cash they needed each time their cooking turn came up. The cost of each 
two-day period when a woman must but fish, oil, onions, tomato paste, peanut 
paste, and vegetables, pay a miller to grind grain, and sometimes buy wood 
seemed indelibly engraved upon women's minds--so difficult a point was it in 
their continual financial struggle. The cost of food for this two-day period 
as cited by cooperative members varied, as one would expect, according to 
family size but averaged 1500 FM (about $3.50). This figure, women stressed, 
was a low one and assumed that men had fulfilled their obligations to provide 
millet, rice, and wood. The majority of women shared cooking with two others, 
thus paying for food 10 days in every 30. Average minimum cash need for food 
can thus be estimated at 7500 FM (about $17.50) per month for an adult woman 
in Markala. 
In addition to food and clothes, women are also responsible for other 
family essentials such as medicines, school supplies for their children, gifts 
for weddings and baptisms, transportation, and marriage trousseaus of cloth 
and enamelware for their daughters. Sporadic expenses, when joined to costs 
for daily food, probably result in women's need to generate close to the 
average 20,000 FM, or $50, earned by men through wage labor each month. lo 
Kerosene and soap costs were shared by men and women. 
Men have their own financial obligations, the most expensive of which are 
staple grains, housing, wood, medicines, and family ceremonies. In addition 
to meeting what are regarded as women's family budget obligations, it appears 
that women are increasingly taking on what were once seen as exclusively men's 
financial obligations. Thirty-six percent of the interviewees stated that 
they "helped" their husbands pay for the staple grains, rice and millet. 
Traditionally, this is the sole responsibility of male heads of household, and 
the women interviewed were sometimes uncomfortable suggesting that their 
husbands could no longer meet these obligations. Implied, of course, is a 
serious loss of status or, as some women said, "There are some sorrows that it 
is better not to speak of." In light of the status questions surrounding 
these changing roles, the proportion of women contributing to costs previously 
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covered by men may be considerably higher than 36 percent. Yet, whatever the 
precise figure, the general conclusion is clear: the customary sexual 
di vision of household financial responsibilities is breaking down under the 
pressure of inadequate family income. 
As indicated above, women's incomes in Markala are used largely to meet 
basic family needs. The difficulty they have in saving confirms this. 
Seventy-six percent of the women interviewed said that they were unable to 
save any money, except throught the revolving savings club created at the 
cooperative. "How can we save money," they asked, "when there isn't enough?" 
The savings club, similar to others used by women throughout Africa, pays $60 
to two women each month through a $2. 50 deduction from each woman's salary. 
Thus, each member "wins" $60 every 24 months. Seventy-eight percent of the 
members declared that they used the $60 to pay debts and to buy food, clothes, 
and medicine for their families. For 12 percent, attempting to assure their 
daughters' future economic security by buying marriage trousseaus was a 
priority. Thus, 90 percent of the savings club's participants were unable to 
do more that use the "savings" for routine, basic expenses. 
In conclusion, married women in Markala have rigidly defined budget 
responsibilities and financial obligations regardless of their husband's 
salary or position. Some husbands contribute something, usually on pay day, 
toward their wife's monthly food costs. This money rarely lasts more than a 
few days and, in fact, as noted above, many women must help their husbands 
meet his own obligations. Some women receive small sums occasionally from 
relatives. Ultimately, however, women in Markala must rely on their own 
resources to meet their expenses. 
Meeting basic needs forces Markala women to work for cash. They also work 
because Malian society places a high value on female financial independence. 
If it is dishonorable for men to fail to provide grain for their families, it 
is equally dishonorable for a woman to be dependent on her husband for herself 
and her children. A Bambara proverb says "musoya te mane ~; musolakolonya, £ 
~ mane ~"--"being a woman is not a tragedy; but being a failure as a woman, 
ffiat is a tragedy." It is unthinkable that an adult woman should not be a 
productive member of her family. Markala women are acutely aware that they 
are less productive and more dependent than their agricultural mothers. This 
dishonor they have attempted to correct with the cooperative. 
It should be noted here that, unlike Hausa women, for example, Markala 
women do not seem to work because of economic insecurity created by fear of 
divorce.ll Only two women in the cooperative are divorced; none mentioned 
divorce as a possibility. Polygamy, however, does increase economic pressures 
on women. Three older women, each of whose husbands had married four wives, 
expressed strong resentment of younger co-wives' demands on their husband's 
limited resources. But, as noted above, polygamy has its rewards; several 
pairs of co-wives work together at the cooperative. Others mentioned co-wives 
as a source of help, both financial and in terms of household labor. 
Autonomy 
The women interviewed in Markala say that they have much greater financial 
autonomy than their mothers had. They attribute this to the inability of men 
to meet their financial obligations to the family and thus, in the women's 
view, to men's abrogation of the right to control women's incomes. In their 
mothers' times, they declared, a woman had no right to cash of her own. As 
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the men had provided the cotton that women spun, the cloth that resulted was 
returned to men for distribution within the family. In theory, cash earned by 
women selling excess cloth or vegetables grown in her garden belonged to the 
man who headed the household, although in practice many women were allowed to 
keep these earnings. One woman interviewed described the power balance this 
way: "Women before had no money of their own. It was not at all like now. 
Only the profits from shea butter belonged to the wife and even that had to be 
shown to the husband. In some cases he took that money but some women 
refused. It all depended on their relationship." 
Whereas originally the act of a woman "showing" income to a man was an 
acknowledgment of his control over the funds, with change this gesture is 
evolving toward a ritual, no longer reflecting ownership but, rather, 
symbolizing the couple's joint effort to support the family. In town, when 
men gave their wives nasongo and paid for all the family grain, women 
continued, they said, "to show" their earnings to their husbands, although 
rarely to hand them over. But now some say, "We no longer have enough money, 
so why show it to him?" Thirty-two percent of the women said they never told 
their husbands anything about their earnings, and one said bitterly, "He 
doesn't pay for anything, why should I show him?" Most women ( 64 percent) , 
however, continue to tell their husbands about income but only for the sake of 
form. "Out of respect, I tell him when I get money and how I spend it, but he 
can't tell me what to do with it. Anyway, he knows it's spent on family 
expenses." 
Despite the increasingly heavy financial burdens placed on them, many 
women cited their financial autonomy as an improvement over the previous 
generation's lot. "Life is better for us. Before women couldn't spend their 
own money." In this context their income from the cooperative, which all but 
three women declared they spend as they wished, reinforces this relatively 
recent increase in autonomy. 
Unpaid Work 
Four onerous and time-consuming tasks generally burden women in rural 
Mali: cooking, which takes one to two hours per meal; drawing and carrying 
water; fetching and carrying firewood for cooking; and grinding grain. I 
asked Markala cooperative members a series of questions about their domestic 
chores to find out how they fit these tasks into their schedules. 
As noted above, only 20 percent of cooperative members were solely res-
ponsible for cooking. Members were assisted by their co-wives, their sisters-
in-law, and their own daughters (many had daughters old enough to lend a hand 
at home). That such a high percentage of cooperative members are older, 
polygamously married women undoubtedly reflects the relatively great amount of 
free time they enjoy, compared to young, monogamous women, for income-
generating activity like the cooperative.12 
None of the cooperative members had to walk a long distance to carry 
water. Thanks to the town's site along the Niger River, the high water table 
permitted a shallow well in each interviewed woman's compound. Filling water 
jars is the job of young girls in most families. 
None of the members of the cooperative carry wood; deforestation and 
agricultural development around Markala have created a wood shortage in town 
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and wood is sold by cart-drivers who bring it in from miles away. This 
savings in woman's labor and time does, however, put an additional strain on 
the family budget. Like clothes and food, wood (a commodity available through 
woman's work in the villages) has to be purchased in town, and at increasingly 
steep prices. A cartload of wood, which can last from fifteen days to a month 
depending on family size, cost 3000 FM (or about $8) in August 1980, a 
sizeable percentage of the monthly income of Markala families. Wood fuel is 
traditionally a woman's responsibility, one which, surprisingly, has been 
transferred to the male side of the household budget. Sixty-two percent of 
the husbands buy wood for their families. As with grain, however, inflation 
is eroding men's ability to provide; 36 percent of women said that they had to 
"help" their husbands with wood costs. In most cases, husbands provide a 
fixed amount of wood per month (usually one cartload); when that is used up, 
women must buy the extra faggots needed on the days when they cook with their 
own money (until the beginning of the new month and the arrival of the next 
cartload furnished by the husband). 
The fourth major domestic chore, grinding grain, remains a female 
responsibility, although it too has become monetarized. Sixty-eight percent 
of cooperative members always grind their grain into flour at one of the 
town's four motorized grinding mills. Additionally, 24 percent said that 
whenever they had enough money they preferred to use the mill. Mills present 
one key advantage appreciated by women: they produce in a greater volume of 
flour than hand grinding by mortar and pestle. Furthermore, women stated 
emphatically, no one wants to pound millet any longer. Household workers, 
they claim, would quit rather than pound millet several hours a day, and 
daughters in school should not use valuable study time to pound millet. 
Although most women cannot afford to use mills each time their cooking day 
turns up, money for mill use is a high priority for them, ranking immediately 
after food in their daily scramble to make ends meet. In all cases, women pay 
for grinding themselves, out of their own funds. 
To understand how millet-grinding mills have affected women's free time, 
one must distinguish between the two steps of grain processing, nyo folo, or 
dehusking, and nyo bounte, or grinding into flour; together, they require 
about 2-1/2 hours of labor per day, on average, if done by hand. Dehusking 
millet demands more exertion and more time than grinding it into flour, but in 
88 percent of the households, dehusking is still done in the family compound 
by hand. Women cite several reasons for this. First, dehusking mills have 
only recently arrived in Markala and are found only in one neighborhood of the 
town. Second, because often only one mill is functioning, heavy demand by 
merchants dehusking large quantities of grain makes it difficult for a woman 
dehusking a small quantity to obtain access to the machine. Third, women say 
that they cannot afford to p~y for both nyo folo and nyo bounte and that they 
would rather pay for grinding because of the larger quantity of flour which 
results. Dehusking, then, is carried out at home by women themselves ( 40 
percent of those interviewed), their daughters, and their household helpers. 
Household helpers, employed in 40 percent of the members' households, are 
crucial to the issue of whether flour mills have displaced women from paid 
labor in Markala, as rice-husking machines did in Indonesia •13 Generally 
girls between the ages of 10 and 15, household helpers usually come from farm 
villages around Markala; they work for several years, earning cash to prepare 
for their marriages, and return to the village. With rare exceptions they are 
treated like daughters in the family, with whom they share tasks like grinding 
grain, filling water jars, cooking, and washing up. That labor, not land, is 
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in short supply in Mali is reflected in maids' family position, illustrated by 
statements, such as: "The maid refuses to do both dehusking and grinding," or 
"I pay for grinding at the mill when I have the money so the maid won't 
quit." No group of professional grain grinders exists in Markala, and thus no 
class or occupation has been displaced by machine grinding .14 All women, 
whether young or old, housewife or servant, seem to agree that mechanized 
milling is a good thing--and all would like to have enough cash (an average of 
100 FM, about 25i per meal) to take advantage of machine milling more often. 
With wood available for purchase, water nearby, and grain processed partly 
at mills, Markala women are comparatively free from much domestic drudgery. 
They consider themselves fortunate to be spared the wearying labor of farm 
women. "Our mothers were exhausted. They had to work hard farming and 
pounding millet. There were no plows or mills then. 11 As town women their 
problem is not exhaustion from domestic labor but, relative to their cash 
needs for survival, lack of paid uses for their time. 
Occupations 
As Table 2 illustrates, Markala women work primarily as cloth producers, 
food processors, and distributors of cloth, food products, and some industrial 
products. Women use almost all their available free time to work for cash. 
They frequently carry on several occupations simultaneously, sandwiching them 
between their domestic chores and creating a hectic workday. A woman might 
wake up early to grill peanuts, then send her daughters out to sell them while 
she goes to the cooperative. In the afternoon she might spin cotton for 
herself or dye cloth on commission and on Saturday make ginger drink to sell 
at the weekly Sunday market. 
Table 2 
Occu ation Structure of Markala Coo erative Members 
excluding cooperative activities 
Occupation 
Cloth Production: 
Spinning cotton 
Tyeing cloth for dyers 
Mudcloth dyeing 
Commissioning woven cloth to sell 
Selling thread 
Indigo dyeing 
Detaching dyed cloth 
Sewing strips of woven cloth together 
Food ProcessinZ: 
"Farni"a fritter) 
Roasted peanuts 
Ginger drink 
Wheat noodles 
Shea butter 
110atou 11 (a spice) 
Peanut oil 
Candy 
Number of Women 
20 
9 
9 
8 
6 
4 
2 
2 
10 
6 
5 
2 
2 
1 
1 
1 
Trade in Foodstuffs: 
Fish 
Mangos 
Sweet potatoes 
Bananas 
Manioc 
Coconuts 
Paddy 
Vegetables 
"Choko" (a nut) 
"Simini" (a spice) 
Yams 
Fruit 
Millet 
Peanut oil (manufactured) 
Trade in other items: 
Factory printed cloth 
Soft drinks 
Enamelware 
Matches 
Boullion cubes 
Wood 
Caste/Services: 
Other: 
--
Hairdressing 
Bard at Ceremonies 
Pot making 
Keeping small animals 
Making and selling soap 
Sewing 
Knitting 
Farming* 
Market gardening 
Hire out cart 
Total: 
*Four women help in their husband's fields. 
6 
4 
4 
3 
3 
2 
2 
2 
2 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
3 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
2 
2 
1 
10 
7 
5 
5 
4 
1 
167 
12 
1 
This multiple-enterprise strategy is a conscious and explicit choice. 
Women in Markala feel that they must maximize their possibilities for earning 
money by engaging in several professions at once. A range of activities, they 
fell, allows them to drop one occupation if raw materials become too expensive 
or if demand for the product changes; this way they can still continue to earn 
money through other activities. Women look for any opportunity to add to 
their repertoire of occupations. One cooperative member, for example, spent 
several years in Timbuktu where she learned to make alkama, a wheat noodle 
characteristic of the north, finding a ready market throughout the country. 
Cooperative members argue that the cooperative should adopt the same strategy 
and take on as many new activities as possible. Membership in the cooperative 
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itself is, of course, another occupation which most members engage in along 
with four or five others. 
Women do specialize, however. For example, a woman who sells "choko" (a 
nut which comes from Sikasso) has probably sold choko, albeit intermittently, 
for many years; often she has learned the trade from her mother or another 
female relative. Each line of sales, processing, or production is considered 
a separate occupation requiring specialized knowledge of supply questions, 
marketing techniques, and related skills. 
Because occupations are viewed as specializations, women in Markala are 
acutely aware of the difficulty of entering new occupations, as well as the 
value of job training. Skills and techniques are guarded jealously as trade 
secrets, usually shared only with relatives or, on rare occasions, for 
payment. All four of the Markala Cooperative previously trained as 
traditional dyers had learned their skills from their mothers; none of the 
other women in the cooperative had ever dyed cloth. Moreover, ethnicity 
restricts certain professions. Women of the Bozo ethnic group (migratory 
fisherpeople and fish processors on the Niger between Bamako and Timbuktu) 
monopolized the production and sale of fish oil soap in Markala until one was 
persuaded (for a large sum of money) to teach the techniques to a cooperative 
leader. This woman in turn taught other members of the cooperative, and the 
Bozo monopoly was broken. The initial teacher was, perhaps predictably, 
regarded as traitor by her kinswomen. 
Several of the Markala women had taken advantage of a local social center 
to learn knitting and sewing, the only "modern" occupations cited. But, they 
explained, these skills were almost useless, since there was no market for 
hand-made clothes. One cooperative member, a Wolof woman whose parents had 
migrated to Mali from Senegal, had learned a number of "modern" occupations 
from her well-traveled relatives: "I know market gardening and I know how to 
raise chickens. If I had a sewing machine I could sew clothes. My aunt 
taught me indigo dyeing when I was a child. I know many trades but I don't 
have any materials to work with." This highly skilled woman contrasts with 
most members of the cooperative, who have had neither access to valuable 
skills nor exposure to new ideas. 
Like the Wolof woman, most cooperative members have no access to capital. 
If they did, they could engage in long-distance cloth or fish trade like 
wealthy Markala women. Only the traders in bottled drinks, enamelware, and 
factory-printed cloth (that is, 5 of the 52 women) have made a major capital 
investment. Four of these women started their ventures with their "winnings" 
from the cooperative revolving savings fund and the fifth, a griote, or 
professional bard, has access to funds through singing and recitals. 
Before the cooperative was set up, the options available for training, 
acquisition of skills, and access to capital were severely limited for the 
women who are now members. While they were willing to take risks, their 
opportunities to do so were few. Perhaps the most remarkable feature of their 
multiple-occupation strategy is the initiative and courage they display in 
their constant effort to find the cash needed for family needs. 
Although no attempt was made to quantify women's incomes in this study, it 
is clear that profit margins on most of these occupational activities are 
low. Sewing strips of woven cloth together, for example, earns 200 FM (50~); 
trade in processed foodstuffs, women said, brings in 200 to 500 FM per day. 
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Some women said they had been unable to turn a profit at all on trading 
ventures. Only certain specialized techniques, such as cloth-dyeing or trade 
in more substantial items like factory-printed cloth, are potentially very 
profitable. There, however, the inability of the buyer to pay on time limits 
the desirability of the profession; one cloth-dyer said she was so tired of 
pursuing debtors that she had abandoned cloth-dyeing altogether. 
Although they engage in many occupations, women tended to discount them 
because the profits are so meager. "I wasn't doing anything so I joined the 
Cooperative," said one woman whose four major trade lines kept her family fed 
and clothed. For many cooperative members, the chance of a stable, continuing 
occupation--to say nothing of a sure wage--is a major factor in their decision 
to be active in the cooperative. In a society where diplomas and salaried 
jobs are increasingly a measure of achievement, the Markala women feel that 
their pre-cooperative occupations are inconsequential. It is a source of 
great pride to these women that they now have employment, a workplace to which 
they travel each day, and a salary at the end of each month. 
Yet having a workplace and workload also poses its difficulties. The 
distinction between working together, collaborating, and working for someone 
else is a fine one, yet it is a significant distinction to the women at the 
cooperative. Before the creation of the cooperative, all of the women worked 
independently; none collaborated or pooled resources with other women. For an 
adult, working for someone else can be dishonorable; if it is done, it must be 
hidden. Work falling into this category, which no woman admitted to in an 
interview, includes washing clothes or pounding grain for another family. 
Only nyamakala or caste people provide services for others, such as hair 
dressing, singing, and making pots (these services are grouped together in 
Table 2). For the women of Markala to come together in a cooperative, working 
together and jointly owning the products of their labor, seemed, for some of 
those interviewed, to approach the borderline of working for someone else. 
Thus, though some cooperative members still have doubts-- both social and 
economic--about pooling efforts and working in a group, the fact the women are 
together is, in itself, a significant achievement. 
Two final points should be made about women's lives in Markala. The 
insecurity of their financial situation and, consequently, of their lives, 
cannot be overemphasized. Many women say that, despite all their jobs, they 
often wake up on the morning of their cooking day not knowing where food money 
will come from. When that happens, they send a daughter next door to borrow a 
piece of wood or some tomato paste, or go see a relative to borrow a small sum 
of money for peanut paste. They might then go down to the river, take fish on 
credit from a fisherman to sell at the market until they earn enough to buy 
their own fish. Then they go home, cook, or put their daughters to cooking 
and go to the cooperative in the afternoon. Sudden illness, a government 
decision to require a special school uniform, or the unexpected visit of a 
relative, can suddenly disrupt their attempts to plan or budget. Markala women 
often feel that it is impossible to make headway against constant 
indebtedness. For members, the cooperative, with its monthly salary, the 
permanent group of fellow workers, and the regular daily work program, 
provides some highly valued stability in an insecure world. 
The women of the Markala Cooperative do not accept their situation. 
Raised in a society where women were fully productive members of society, 
spared the physically draining work of their mothers, they planned to have a 
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better life than their parents. Instead, they say, they experience a poverty 
unknown to previous generations. To improve their situation they are prepared 
to take advantage of any and all job-training opportunities and determined to 
assure themselves of regular employment. Their attempts to do so at the 
cooperative illustrate their innovativeness and flexibility. 
THE MARKALA COOPERATIVE ASSESSED 
A Management History 
I have analyzed the Markala Cooperative's history through an examination 
of key decisions made by members between 1975 and 1980. My goal is to provide 
a sense of how this group of poor women addressed the issues confronting them 
and to shed light on their priori ties and strategies for the cooperative' s 
growth. These decisions have given the cooperative its present structure. No 
recommendations about its finances could have been made without an under-
standing of the reasons for its management structure. The first five 
decisions discussed below relate to the internal organization of the cooper-
ative and clarify the social and economic context within which the women 
organized themselves; decisions 6-12 deal with job training, production, and 
marketing; they help to explain members' goals and the constraints they face. 
1. The group would be managed and run by the members themselves. 
From its beginning in 1975 all key decisions affecting the cooperative 
have been made by members themselves. These include membership policy and 
fees, the kinds of income-generating activities to be undertaken, the nature 
of technical and financial assistance sought, and the nature of the cooper-
ative' s internal organization, as well as routine daily decisions such as 
color of a dye bath or the quantity of fish oil to stock for soap making. 
Members view their participation as a necessary way of assuring that the 
cooperative belongs to them, that they are the beneficiaries of their own 
work, that they do not work for anyone else. The readiness of the Markala 
women to take on these responsibilities reflects their traditional occupa-
tional experience; as self-employed businesswomen they are used to making 
daily decisions about food processing, cloth production, or trading ventures. 
The Markala Cooperative elects officials, and several management 
committees oversee various aspects of the cooperative's work. The women who 
fill these posts are chosen because of their age, their reliability, and in 
some cases, their traditional status roles. My own observations and 
interviews indicate, however, that major policy decisions are still made in 
group meetings, where elected officials are still only several members among 
many, though their voices carry weight. Time has apparently increased 
members' confidence in one another, and routine decisions have been increas-
ingly left to those members charged with given areas of responsibility. Those 
responsible for preparing dye baths, for instance, announce the days on which 
dyeing will occur or the head soapmakers decide that the cooperative needs a 
new supply of wood or clay. 
The success of these self-reliant women in operating a group venture stems 
largely from a value as important to them as their independence: the inter-
dependence and loyalty of groups of kin, friends, and, sometimes, neighbor 1~ This value is reflected, for example, in women's revolving savings clubs 
or work groups and is apparent in the conviction, frequently espoused by 
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Markala women, that individuals benefit from group action .16 Group 
consensus is perceived as in the interest of each individual member. This is 
not to imply that unity has been easily achieved or that factions and cliques 
do not exist, only that members are persuaded that solidarity is profitable. 
2. The group would be open to the poorest women in town. 
One of the first group decisions was to set the membership fee low enough 
to allow those women most in need to take part. This fee, initially set at 
1,000 FM, or about $2.50, was lowered to 100 francs (2512!) when it was 
discovered that many women could not otherwise afford to join. Of some 200 
women who initially expressed interest, about 20 determined individuals 
remained after the difficulty of the work and the long-term investment be_came 
clear. Almost all of these 20 are active cooperative members today .17 A 
long waiting list for membership now exists, though cooperative members have 
decided that greater stability is necessary before the cooperative can afford 
the cost of training new members. 
Although no comparative income data exist for other women in Markala, 
members' own statements ("Only women with nothing would join the cooperative") 
and my own analyses of members' finances above suggest that the group is 
relatively homogeneous economically and that most members come from one of the 
poorer strata of the town. The most disadvantaged women, it seems, volun-
teered for the cooperative effort. As a group, the women who started the 
cooperative were part of no one pre-existing network. Many did not know one 
another previously and describe their resulting friendships as one of the 
important benefits of cooperative membership. The cooperative, however, 
contains several small networks of women closely connected by marriage and/or 
residence. One member stated that she had joined the cooperative because her 
friends were members. On balance, these internal networks appear to be a 
cohesive rather than a divisive force for the cooperative as a whole. 
3. The cooperative's main purpose would be the generation of income. 
From the beginning members rejected non-renumerative activities such as 
literacy and numeracy training and health and nutrition education as 
irrelevant to their lives. Members felt strongly that given their poverty 
they could not afford to waste time on activities they judged to be of 
marginal usefulness. They did set up, however, what they call a "social fund" 
to be used by members in case of family illness or to buy preventive 
medication against malaria for their children, and they established a 
revolving savings fund. Financial insecurity seems to be the primary 
motivation for cooperative activities. 
4. Resources would be pooled. Each member would be paid the same salary 
rather than having salaries set according to an individual's production. 
This important decision was made on both pragmatic and philosophical 
grounds. Pragmatically, all resources belong to the group and, because of the 
organization of production, it is difficult to quantify individual production 
levels. Initial capital was provided through membership fees and outside 
grants to a revolving fund for cloth, dyes, and oils for soapmaking. On 
soapmaking days, for example, everyone assists in the long day's work of 
measuring oils, weighing caustic soda, boiling the mixture, pouring the molds, 
and later, cutting the day's batch into 1,000 pieces. It is possible to 
assign primary responsibility for the production of a certain piece of dyed 
cloth to one woman as each member specializes in either mudcloth techniques, 
the art of tying or sewing cloth to resist dyes, or techniques of indigo and 
chemical dye baths. However, after experiencing difficulty in selling cloth 
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marred by holes or splotches, members decided further specialization was 
necessary. Three women were designated chief dyers while four others were 
given the responsibility of cutting off the tightly tied threads from all dyed 
cloth. Thus, a piece of cloth may have been tied by one women, dyed by two 
others working together, rinsed by a fourth, and had its threads removed by a 
fifth. Deciding who should receive the income from the sale of that piece of 
cloth is quite difficult and cooperative members prefer to view profits as 
belonging to the entire group. 
Pooling resources goes directly against the experience and philosophy of 
all the cooperative members, none of whom had ever previously collaborated in 
a business venture, and thus represents a radical behavior change for them. 
Furthermore, task specialization is a clear indication that the Markala 
cooperative is something more than a place where women meet to carry out 
individual production tasks that could have been done as well at home. 
On philosophical grounds, members decided that earning 'the same amount was 
necessary to promote group cohesion, discourage jealousy, and prevent 
quarrels. Most members still feel strongly that this is correct policy. It 
would not be fair, they say, for some women to earn substantially more than 
others; if that were to happen, the cooperative would eventually 
disintegrate. That some women work harder than others, that some are more 
skillful, they say, reflects life. "Do be balo do fe," a Bambara proverb 
meaning loosely, "Some people are fed by others," was frequently cited in this 
context. This group would find it unacceptable to pay higher salaries to 
highly skilled members, valuing "entente" above almost all else. 
A number of cooperative members, however, are seriously disturbed by what 
they perceive as the inequities of the payment system. This group, made up 
largely but not exclusively of younger women, believe that the current system 
permits older women, because of the status their age gives them, to do much 
less that their fair share of work. The older women, they claim, are using 
old-fashioned values of group unity to justify their laziness. Additionally, 
some of the highly skilled cloth dyers resent receiving the same salary as 
members whose skills are clearly less valuable. Since cooperative salaries 
have not reached the levels members expected, these resentments have 
increasingly caused dissension. 
In the cooperative' s second year members took note of this tension and 
introduced a system designed to reflect production levels in the salary while 
maintaining most members at the same general level. Production and attendance 
quotas were set, and it was decided to subtract 500 francs ($1) from the 
monthly salary of those women who did not meet these quotas. In practice this 
plan has proved ineffective; members often cite socially valid reasons for 
absence or inability to finish work--a child's illness, a funeral in another 
town, a wedding--justi fications the group finds difficult to reject. Never-
theless an agreement exists in principle that salaries should reflect work, 
although no mechanism has yet been found to resolve the equity/unity dilemma. 
5. The members would receive a regular, fixed monthly income. 
For the women involved in the cooperative, a primary goal is to assure 
themselves a minimum stable income; as traders and food processors, their 
income was variable and uncertain. Like men in Markala, they want a monthly 
salary, employment, a job. The cooperative therefore places the highest 
priority on meeting the monthly payroll, regardless of the cooperative's cash 
situation that month. As might be imagined, this demand on assets creates 
some management problems. 
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First, the amount fixed is only marginally connected to the real net 
profit of the cooperative. Members set the initial salary (2,000 FM) and 
subsequent raises according to their analysis of the profit margin on an 
average piece of dyed cloth and their calculation of the cooperative's monthly 
production levels. But the cooperative does not always sell all the cloth 
that it produces, and changes in the prices of raw materials, seasonal 
variations in sales levels, and the time lag between production and sales and 
income have sometimes resulted in the cooperative' s paying more in salaries 
than it has taken in for a given period. This has resulted in a slow but 
continual growth in debt as the cooperative has borrowed to restock raw 
materials. 
Second, the scramble to pay salaries each month creates confusion about 
the cooperative's financial situation. When new income sources (a millet-
grinding mill and soapmaking) were introduced in 1979, this income was often 
used to complement revenues from cloth dyeing to meet salaries. Given the 
cooperative's accounting problems, described in the next section, members then 
found it difficult to analyze the relative profitability of various activities 
and to decide whether funds should be reinvested in raw materials or could be 
viewed as genuine profit. 
6. Income-generating activities would be selected on the basis of three 
criteria: they must be based on prevailing productive skills, permit flexible 
hours to fit into women's domestic schedules, and allow for year-round 
employment. 
Members spent some three months discussing and rejecting possible 
activities before settling upon cloth dyeing and fish-oil processing as 
activities with which to begin the cooperative effort. Market gardening and 
rice production were rejected because income was seasonal and gaining access 
to arable land, available only by displacing tenants through government fiat, 
was distasteful. Although only nine members knew how to dye cloth using 
vegetable or chemical dyes, all had been involved in cloth production. Cloth 
dyeing fit the prev?iling sexual division of labor and local experts agreed to 
begin teaching members their skills. 
Fish-oil processing was soon dropped because declining fish yields in the 
Niger rendered it unprofitable, and soapmaking was substituted. Like cloth 
dyeing, sopamaking was chosen as an activity accepted as women's work, a field 
in which a few women were experts and all desired to master skills. 
No formal market studies assisted cooperative members as they chose these 
activities. Members judged local demand for laundry soap and dyed cloth to be 
high, but demand for dyed cloth proved to be highly income-elastic. In 
general, cloth dyeing proved a more difficult business undertaking than 
members had expected. Skill training was long and expensive, and marketing, 
proved difficult. 
The activities selected can be carried out at various times of the day so 
that members may arrive at the cooperative when morning household tasks are 
completed. Different attendance requirements have been established according 
to marital situation. Wives in monogamous marriages, for example, need be 
present only half of each day, in recognition of their heavy cooking 
responsibilities. Those who have co-wives, who share workloads, are required 
to put in full workdays when it is not their day to cook. 
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7. The cooperative would seek technical assistance for ,job training and 
access to new technologies. 
Markala women wanted to learn skills that would increase their earning 
capacity not only in the short-term but over their lifetimes. Many saw 
themselves as unskilled, as "doing nothing," despite their active lives as 
traders, processors, and producers. Their previous jobs were only marginally 
remunerative because of the intense competition among those in low-capital 
trade lines. To Markala women, increased productivity and revenue depend on 
access to techniques or technologies unavailable locally; as a group they 
aimed to master such techniques to correct their lack of job-training 
opportunities. 
Over the past five years, members have sought out technical experts, both 
local and foreign, to assist them. To learn advanced cloth- dyeing techniques, 
they first hired local women skilled at dyeing, then Bamako dyers; finally 
they sent representatives to Banjul to study with expert Gambian women dyers. 
Similarly, when cooperative members decided to master soapmaking, they first 
learned new cold-process techniques from a local expert; then, in 1979, 
boiling-process soapmaking, a process usually reserved for capital-intensive 
industries, from a technician of the Technology Consultancy Centre in Kumasi, 
Ghana.is In the case of soapmaking, they obtained access to a technology 
ideal for a small-scale, labor-intensive light industry, and they have 
successfully adapted it to local conditions.19 
8. The group would form a registered, legal, producers' cooperative. 
Most organized women's groups in rural Mali are "social centers" loosely 
associated with the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs or neighborhood 
political associations connected to the Union National des Femmes du Mali. As 
an independent production cooperative with revenue, the Markala women needed 
legal status and recognition. Two options were available: a small business, 
susceptible to business taxes, or a producers' cooperative registered with the 
Division of Cooperatives of the Ministry of Rural Development. The women 
chose the latter because it corresponded more closely with their group's 
structure, because of the tax advantages accorded cooperatives by the govern-
ment, and because of the possibility of technical assistance through the 
Cooperative Division of the Ministry. Despite the government's declared 
intention to simplify procedures for registering cooperatives, the Markala 
women experienced serious difficulties. Without the help of a knowledgeable 
supporter (Mrs. Thiam), it is unlikely that they would have been able to 
negotiate the necessary legal formalities. 
Once cooperative status was acquired, however, members found that it met 
their purposes perfectly: they could buy and sell freely, and were eligible 
for grants from outside donors. Because the cooperative movement is not 
particularly developed in Mali, they are not subject to unwanted inter-
ference from regional cooperative officials. For the moment, at least, they 
seem to have found an appropriate and useful legal form. 
9. The cooperative would seek financial assistance for specific purposes 
from a number of different donors rather than depend on a single donor. 
The Canadian University Students Overseas (CUSO) provided some capital to 
expand membership in 1978 and to acquire a pick-up truck in 1980. NOVIB, a 
Dutch voluntary agency, gave funds for the cooperative building completed in 
1978. The American Friends Service Committee (AFSC), through Project FEDEV of 
the Malian Ministry of Rural Development, provided technical assistance, a 
millet-grinding mill and diesel motor, funds for training programs in cloth 
dyeing and soapmaking, and funds to install and equip a soapworks. 
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In avoiding reliance on a single donor, the cooperative has increased its 
self-sufficiency and autonomy, but at the cost of increased paperwork, 
reporting, and visitors. Moreover, with different donors financing discrete 
portions of the cooperative's program, no overall assessment of cooperative 
financing has occurred. In no case have the running or recurrent costs of a 
donation been covered, nor has the cooperative had sufficient working capital 
to achieve its goals. While speci fie training programs were financed, the 
long-term costs of mastering difficult techniques on the job have been borne 
by income generated by the cooperative itself, an extremely heavy burden 
during the apprenticeship years. 
10. The cooperative would not seek full-time technical assistance. 
Cooperative members decided in the early stages of organ1zat1on that they 
would manage their cooperative themselves; they would not work for anyone 
else. Fearing control or interference, they declined offers from government 
officials to assign a full-time government worker to the cooperative and 
rejected proposals from expatriate volunteer organizations to provide foreign 
technical advisors. Women cited previous negative experiences with government 
social workers who, in their view, patronized and sometimes exploited illit-
erate women. Members argue that the quality of technical assistance available 
through local government agencies or expatriate volunteers is not high enough 
to make up for their interference or possible control. Their preference is to 
call upon short-term technicians to address specific technical training 
needs. This decision has doubtless contributed to the cohesion of the coop-
erative; it has, however, deprived the cooperative of potentially useful 
technical advice, especially in accounting, management, and marketing. For 
example, cooperative books are kept by two members whose limited numeracy 
skills and limited knowledge of bookkeeping practices has made their task 
extremely difficult. 
11. Cooperative cloth would be marketed through a Bamako retail outlet. 
As cooperative members improved their dyeing skills, their production 
gradually increased. Unlike knit or sewn clothes based on Western styles or 
tourist-oriented craft products, the cooperative's dyed cloth is much admired 
locally; it is the type of cloth local women would prefer to wear themselves 
if they could afford it. Praise for cooperative members' skills has in fact 
given members much-needed encouragement in the early years of their training. 
Cooperative production, however, soon outstripped local purchasing power; thus 
for revenues to grow, additional outlets had to be found. La Paysanne opened 
in Bamako in 1976, designed to market the products of rural cooperatives • As 
it grew, the store marketed an increasingly large percentage of Markala' s 
production until, by 1980, almost all cloth produced by the cooperative was 
sold on consignment in Bamako. The Bamako store provides the cooperative with 
a reliable marketing outlet, access to a wide clientele, and a regular gross 
revenue that averaged about $1000 a month in 1980. In addition, participation 
in the store has forced cooperative members to address questions of quality 
and has provided them with a source of raw materials at wholesale prices. The 
Bamako store, which itself has grown considerably since 1976, now links some 
twelve producers' cooperatives. 
Marketing cloth through the Bamako store presents a number of difficul-
ties, however. First, transportation between Bamako and Markala is costly, 
precluding frequent trips by members to pick up raw materials and to deliver 
finished cloth. Second, information from the store about desired colors and 
styles filters back slowly to the dyers, who therefore cannot adapt production 
rapidly to changes in demand. Third, since all cloth is sold on consignment, 
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a three- to six-month delay between the purchase of raw materials and the 
receipt of payment is common. Undercapitalization frequently forces the 
cooperative to borrow against future sales in order to replenish raw materials 
and keep up production. Fourth, and most important, the financial base of the 
cooperative now rests almost entirely upon a retail outlet 300 kilometers 
away, where management decisions are made with little input from cooperative 
members. Despite the fact that the Bamako store is a non-profit organization 
existing only to market cloth produced in rural cooperatives, Markala women 
have hesitated to involve themselves deeply in its management; rather, they 
regard the store as an urban affair. A fifth and final difficulty with the 
Bamako store is the high percentage of expatriates among its clientele--not 
the most solid long-term base for a viable rural industry. For these reasons, 
as well as because of the low profit margins in dyed cloth, cooperative mem-
bers are now seeking to decrease the percentage of total cooperative revenues 
based on cloth dyeing. With this end in view, they have experimented with 
grinding-mill management and soapmaking; the latter probably provides their 
best opportunity for increased revenue, since it provides a product in wide 
demand locally, and one made largely from local supplies. 
12. The cooperative, as a group, would own a building to serve as a 
central workplace. 
The desire for a separate, independent workplace was one of the group's 
highest priorities. After two years of working in borrowed rooms at the back 
of a local school, the cooperative requested and received funding to construct 
their own building. Finished in 1978, it provides ample workspace, including 
areas for experimenting with technologies or oil mixtures for soapmaking and a 
place used for hosting groups of women who come to Markala for training from 
other villages. Although the building was entirely financed by an outside 
donor, owning it has engendered other costs, such as a night watchman, a 
monthly water bill, and general building maintenance. These costs strain the 
cooperative's finances and contribute to the low level of members' salaries. 
It is difficult to evaluate the opportunity cost of the cooperative's 
decision to allot approximately half of the resources donated by outside 
organizations to the construction of a building. What is clear, however, is 
the vital role the building has played in establishing the credibility of the 
cooperative venture in the eyes of the members themselves, their neighbors in 
the community, and local and regional government officials. That cooperative 
members have a workplace to go to each day has significantly increased their 
self-confidence and their status in the eyes of community observers. 
Government officials, astounded that a group of illiterate women own a major 
building and manage their own enterprise, have begun to look to women as 
possible development agents rather than mere welfare recipients. 20 
Financial Assessment and Recommendations 
In August 1980, after five years of operation, members of the Markala 
Cooperative paid themselves a salary of 4,000 FM (about $10) per month. 
Although their commitment to the cooperative remains unshaken, members are 
discouraged that cooperatve income meets such a small percentage of their 
monthly cash needs. After years of apprenticeship, they feel that they now 
produce high-quality goods and should earn them more than they presently 
receive. To determine why revenues are low and how they might be increased, 
members requested an external assessment of the cooperative' s operations and 
finances. My findings and recommendations were presented orally to 
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cooperative members in September 1980 and a series of discussions about the 
cooperative' s future followed. These findings and recommendations are 
summarized briefly here; they shed light on the details of managing a small 
cooperative and serve as a foundation for some of the observations for 
planners set out below. 
The information upon which this evaluation is based was gathered from a 
number of sources. Indi victual interviews about management issues and sug-
gestions for change were conducted with each member as well as with others 
involved with the cooperative in Bamako; cooperative financial records, 
including fourteen separate notebooks and ledgers, were analyzed; production 
and attendance records of members, for a period of 18 months (from January 1, 
1979, to July 1, 1980) were examined; the records of the Bamako store, La 
Paysanne, providing monthly sales and inventory figures unavailable in the 
cooperative records, were also examined. 
Although the cooperative was cash-poor at the time of the assessment, it 
had a number of important assets. These included the following: 
-- the cooperative building and storage rooms, including the building 
housing the millet-grinding mill, 
a millet-grinding mill and diesel motor, 
a soapmaking center, including boiling tanks, molds, and cutting tables, 
-- a cart and horse used to transport members, 
a new pick-up truck, 
an important inventory of dyed cloth on consignment at the Bamako store, 
approximately 800 yards of prepared but undyed cloth, 
outstanding credit accounts for soap sales of over $1000, 
the cooperative members' skills at dyeing and soapmaking, 
the cooperative's reputation. 
Financial and other problems at the time of the assessment included the 
following: 
-- The cooperative had no capital or savings, i.e., no undistributed 
profit, with the exception of some income from soap sales that had not yet 
been reinvested in raw materials. 
-- The millet-grinding mill was not functioning. 
--All the costs of running the cooperative, including members' stipends 
and employees' salaries, were being carried by the revenue from sales of 
dyed cloth in Bamako. These revenues average $250 per month less than the 
basic operating costs of the cooperative at current production and stipend 
levels. Furthermore, as of August 1980, the cooperative owed $1500 to the 
Bamako store for the raw materials purchased and cash advanced to meet the 
payroll. 
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-- Bookkeeping systems were inadequate. Only partial records of income 
and expenditures were kept and members had no precise statement of the 
profits of different activities. 
-- The confusion concerning cooperative records and finances was causing 
suspicion and resentment. Members charged with record-keeping and cash 
transaction struggled each month to meet expenses and asserted that the 
other members were indifferent to all financial matters except their 
salaries. Other members claimed to be uninformed about the cooperative's 
finances, debts, revenues, and expenses. 
General Recommendations 
The following broad recommendations were presented to and discussed with 
the members: 
1. No new production activities should be added until dyeing, soapmaking, 
and the operation of the mill are managed more profitably and successfully. 
2. Assistance in establishing adequate records and training in book-
keeping for cooperative bookkeepers are now mandatory if progress is to be 
made. 
3. If the group is to continue to pay members a monthly salary rather 
than distributing profits as they are earned, then the salary must be fixed to 
more accurate projections of income and cash availability. This goal requires 
improved bookkeeping. Members must be conscious of the cost to the cooper-
ative of paying all the members essentially the same salary regardless of work 
accomplished. 
4. A formal oral presentation of cooperative finances, in a simplified 
standard format, should be made to all the members each month by the 
bookkeepers. Included could be figures of the month's cloth sales, special or 
unusual expenses incurred, and projections or reports from those charged with 
collecting debts from the sale of soap. 
5. The cooperative cannot increase production (and thus salaries) without 
working capital. Once improved bookkeeping systems are established and clear 
projections about the profitability of the soapworks are available (see 
below), members should seek technical assistance to determine their capital 
needs. A loan should be considered for these purposes. 
6. The cooperative should reduce its dependence on the Bamako store. At 
the same time, members should become more involved in management at La 
Paysanne, both to protect their own interests and to learn about cloth 
marketing. If the cooperative store should close for any reason, members 
would need to develop other markets and outlets. 
7. The cooperative should continue its attempts to develop millet 
grinding and soapmaking as income complements to cloth dyeing. 
8. The cooperative should continue to act as a training center for 
village women from Mali or neighboring countries. In calculating their fees 
for such training sessions, members should carefully calculate the costs of 
lost production time. 
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Recommendations Concerning Cloth Dyeing 
The following recommendations related to cloth dyeing were made to the 
cooperative: 
1. If the cooperative is to maintain current salary levels, both retail 
sales prices and productions should be increased. Minimum sales prices and 
production levels per member were recommended. The cooperative is losing 
money dyeing cloth because profits on each piece of cloth are less than 
members estimated; thus, production per person is inadequate to cover the 
salaries as set at current level. 
2. Membership probation periods should be considered for less productive 
members; if produciton performance does not improve, the cooperative should 
consider dropping them at the end of the period. Consideration should also be 
given to an incentive system whereby members would be paid additional sums for 
work above the agreed minimum. My calculation of production levels revealed a 
wide range of productivity among members. In the 18-month period under 
consideration, the total number of three-yard pieces of cloth prepared for 
dyeing varied from one member's low of 14 to another's high of 64. 
3. Prices of unsold cloth in Bamako should be reduced at regular 
intervals to encourage sales and free cooperative funds for reinvestment. 
Members were unaware of the value of the unsold inventory in Bamako and of the 
length of time some cloth had remained unsold. 
4. 
created 
Bamako. 
A stock-control system similar to the one in place for soap should be 
so that cooperative members have a record of cloth on consignment in 
No such system exists. 
5. A training program in color selection and dye-bath techniques should 
be undertaken, along with visits to similar cloth-dyeing projects in nearby 
countries, particularly Sierra Leone. An examination of inventories at the 
Bamako store showed that most of the Markala cloth sold within two months. 
Quality-control committees and specialization by tasks have markedly improved 
the quality of the cooperative' s cloth, which long suffered from blotches, 
holes, and iron burns. Where cloth remains unsold for several months, the 
cause is usually murky or unpopular colors. Emphasis should now be placed on 
improving color selection. 
6. Representatives of the cooperative should make more regular visits to 
the Bamako store in order to ensure that production adapts to meet changing 
consumer demands and tastes. 
Recommendations Concerning Soapmaking 
Up to the time this report was undertaken, soapmaking at Markala had 
remained experimental in the sense that no regular production schedule had 
been established. Members would make two or three batches of soap, analyze 
its qualities, sell it, buy more oil and other primary ingredients, and make 
another batch, adapting and changing their recipe according to their analysis 
of the properties of the batch before. After a year of experimentation with 
combinations of local oils and other ingredients, cooperative members found 
that they had finally produced a bar laundry soap which met consumer demands--
that is, a soap which lathered well and lasted well, but was not too soft. The 
addition of locally obtainable herbal perfumes and dyes for color and 
fragrance had been particularly well received. 
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In addition to addressing these technical issues, the members also gained 
significant experience on the business side of soap production and marketing. 
The cooperative had solved inventory problems by building a storage room to 
hold raw materials and crates of finished soap. Initial stock-control 
problems had been ameliorated by a system I designed in January 1980, so that 
by August members were able to account for virtually every one of the 
thousands of bars of soap produced. Expansion of markets and an awareness of 
soap-specific marketing questions had also begun. The cooperative had begun 
to sell soap wholesale, placing some of the costs of marketing on retail 
merchants. Because effective demand for laundry soap is high in Mali, and 
because shortages of low-cost laundry soap are common, the basic question 
facing by the cooperative is not one of absolute demand for their product. 
Instead, the challenge is to develop marketing systems for Markala-made soap. 
The following recommendations were made to the cooperative: 
1. The cooperative should increase soap production. 
production costs, market prices, and demand indicated that 
considerable potential as a profit-maker for the cooperative. 
Analysis of 
soapmaking has 
2. Now that it has mastered the basic technical questions and has some 
experience in business operations with soapmaking, the cooperative should seek 
funding for a six-month controlled production and market test. In this test 
period, regular, scheduled production and sales of 1,000 bars of soap per week 
should be attempted; thorough and precise records of all costs and income 
should be maintained, and no profits should be distributed. At the end of 
this period, the cooperative would have precise information on the prices and 
availability of raw materials, transport costs, storage facilities and 
problems, cooperative workloads, and consumer demand. The test would show 
whether the levels of production and sales envisioned are feasible and, if so, 
whether profits are in fact as great as those initially projected. On the 
basis of the cooperative' experience during this test period, a longer-term, 
realistic plan of production and sales should be developed and implemented. 
3. There should be a low cash ceiling on soap credits to members; 
repayment deadlines should be set, after which debts should be returned to the 
cooperative through salary deductions. Members were surprised to learn that 
they were owed more than 400,000 FM (over $1,000) for soap sold on credit--
most of it advanced to members themselves for very small quantities of soap. 
Although they had kept track of each piece of soap sold on credit, no one had 
totaled the figures. 
4. The cooperative should have adequate capital to buy shea butter, the 
principal raw material of Markala-made soap, in September and October of each 
year when its price drops to an annual low after harvests and processing. If 
the test soap-making period is successful, a loan for such a restricted use 
capital fund should be sought. 
5. Members' system of managing cash generated by the sale of soap should 
be respected. Because of the serious responsibilities involved in managing 
these funds, the cooperative has delegated the collection and holding of the 
cash revenue from each batch of soap to a different member. This system had 
proved remarkably effective, since each woman, though illiterate, prides 
herself on the accuracy and completeness of her accounting for the funds due. 
6. A central account book must be created to total revenue from each 
batch and to set gross revenue against production costs. 
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Recommendations Concerning the Millet-Grinding Mill 
The millet-grinding mill functioned for only three months after which it 
broke down, and no written record of costs or revenue for the period exists; 
no projections were made about potential income. The following recommen-
dations were made: 
l. The motor should be repaired, preferably with funds from the donor 
responsible for its faulty installation. 
2. The miller employed by the cooperative should receive further training 
in motor maintenance. 
3. A bookkeeping system should be set up and should reflect all income 
and expenditures. 
4. An amortization fund should be created, and profit statements should 
reflect this depreciation cost. 
5. Once the mill is back in operation, a careful study of its functioning 
and profitability should be carried out. Little is known about the economics 
of the milling business, although the presence of Nigerian mill owners in many 
small Malian towns, including Markala, testifies to its profitability. The 
Markala Cooperative's experience might provide data about the population 
density and income levels necessary to make mill ownership profitable. 
Many of the recommendations above pertain to record-keeping. The 
cooperative bookkeepers, however, were doing an important number of tasks 
well. They kept meticulous production, attendance, and salary records for 
each member. They were careful not to confuse income from soapmaking and 
cloth dyeing, so that it was possible to calculate the profitability of each. 
They accomplished the Herculean task of keeping accurate records of every 
piece of soap sold for cash or on credit or in stock. What they had not done 
was to total each set of records, thus permitting an overall picture of 
production, sales, presence, and profits or losses. Bookkeepers need training 
in calculating profit and loss statements. These can then be shared with 
cooperative members, who are used to checking accounts by taking them home to 
be read by trusted relatives. With better information about their financial 
situation, members can make informed decisions about organization. 
By putting into effect the suggested increases in cloth-production levels 
and retail prices, the cooperative should be out of debt and may even be able 
to raise salaries slightly within six months. Increased production will not 
be possible, however, without a loan or grant to capitalize it. As long as 
cloth-dyeing remains the principal revenue source, a significant increase in 
salaries will require a concomitant increase in production quotas to levels 
only some members are capable af attaining. Otherwise members must await 
distribution of soap works and millet-mill profits before salaries will 
approach hoped-for levels. 
Impact on Members' Lives 
The lack of baseline data precludes definitive conclusions about the 
changes the Markala cooperative has brought about in members' lives. Never-
theless, the women's statements provide 1 data about their own perceptions of the cooperative's significance for them.2 
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Knowledge. Members repeatedly stated that the cooperative had permitted 
them to progress, to open their eyes, to learn new skills. "We have learned 
many things other women in town don't know how to do." "Women who didn't know 
how to do anything before now make beautiful cloth." In addition to acquiring 
technical skills, women felt that they had learned from one another, that 
working in a group was profitable. "Some people have better ideas than others 
so when you work together you learn." "I learn from all the members of the 
group." 
Income. The monthly salary from the cooperative was appreciated more for 
its regularity than its amount, although women said it did permit them to meet 
certain household expenses. From my analysis of women's monthly cash needs to 
meet basic expenses, it is clear that the cooperative salary meets only a 
small proportion of those needs. Hosever, many women said that they earned 
additional income at night using skills learned through the cooperative. 
"Before I had no trade. Now I am able to meet my expenses. I can tie cloth 
or make soap at home at night." Women were also confident that their income 
from the cooperative would increase in the future. The cooperative' s work, 
many stated, had just begun. 
Access to Resources and Technoloqy. Through membership in the 
cooperative, Markala women have unquestionably obtained access to capital, 
technical assistance, and technologies unavailable to other women (or men) in 
town. In their view, they have learned skills which will support them in the 
future. 
Status. The women of the Markala Cooperative feel strongly that their 
honor is engaged in the cooperative's success. Members apparently suffered a 
considerable loss of status by joining the cooperative; townspeople said that 
no money was ever earned in women's groups. Mrs. Thiam recalls that members 
"were the most criticized women in town. 1122 Members also recall bitterly, 
"People said only women whose husbands couldn't support them would go to a 
cooperative." When members first began to display their dyed cloth, towns-
people gossiped that they hadn't produced it at all, that they had secretly 
imported it from other urban dyers and were passing it off as their own. 
Now cooperative members say that they are among the most admired women in 
town. They cite the long waiting list for cooperative membership as evidence 
of a change in public opinion. Some also note a change in attitude on the 
part of their families, although most say that their husbands supported their 
decision to join the cooperative from the beginning. They attribute the 
change in attitude to their persistence, their skills, the existence of the 
cooperative building, and the fact that their neighbors perceive them as 
better dressed than before. While most Markala cooperative members had not 
previously owned even one damask boubou, each now owns two, dyed by the group 
to wear as cooperative uni forms on the occasion of May 1 worker parades in 
1979 and 1980. This public display of the group's concrete gains, in both 
skills and goods, seems to have successfully achieved its goal of restoring 
members' honor in the community. 
Power. All but three of the members of the cooperative stated that they 
control the income they receive from it and spend it as they deem appro-
priate. Thus, cooperative income probably reinforces the increased financial 
autonomy and decision-making authority of women in the family which results 
from the larger changes in Malian society and economy discussed above. 
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Self-confidence. Members were confident of their future ability to 
generate income. They were proud of their achievements. Many stated that 
they were teaching their daughters the skills that they had learned at the 
cooperative so that they might be prepared for married life. Members stated 
that if for any reason they had to leave Markala and the cooperative, they 
would continue cloth-dyeing and soapmaking in their new homes. 
Security. The cooperative provides its members with security in three 
important ways. First, regular employment is highly valued: "We have fixed 
work. We have a salary." As mentioned above, regular work and income 
contrast sharply with women's sporadic income from trading and food process-
ing. Second, members place the highest value on the emotional and financial 
support of their fellow cooperative members: "Being in a group is really 
helpful for one's worries. We know one another and help another." Third, in 
case of family illness, members can call upon the social fund or, like one 
member whose father was seriously ill, ask to be skipped to the top of the 
savings club list. 
Other Indicators. Although evidence is inconclusive, three other possible 
areas of impact on members' lives should be mentioned. All merit further 
research. First, two women stated that their husbands gave them less money 
now than previously and attributed this reduction to their membership in the 
cooperative. One specifically noted that her co-wife received help from her 
husband and she did not because her husband felt that as a cooperative member 
she had a higher income. Second, it may be that membership in the cooperative 
has a negative impact on members' workloads, especially in the case of younger 
women with several young children and no co-wives to help with domestic 
chores. Several women in this category mentioned being unable to finish 
cooperative work because of time constraints. Third, two women said that 
income from the cooperative permitted them to use millet-grinding mills more 
frequently than previously, thus lightening their workloads. 
That not one member resigned during the eighteen-month period for which 
records were studied indicates that, if membership in the cooperative does 
have negative effects, they are not perceived by members as outweighing the 
advantage of participation. 
OBSERVATIONS FOR PLANNERS 
A discussion of the implications of the Markala Cooperative for national 
planners follows in the next section. This section contains observations on 
the Markala Cooperative for planners of community-based programs designed to 
increase the revenues of rural women. Not all of these observations lead to a 
recommendation. Each, however, is intended to raise an issue that merits 
consideration in planning particular projects. 
1. Women's own development priorities should be respected. Activities of 
low priority to women--in the Markala case, nutrition and health education and 
literacy training--should not be added to economic projects just because they 
fit into national development plans. If they are included, they may 
jeopardize the success of the entire project and reinforce participants' 
skepticism about the benefits of participation in development efforts. Only 
when participants perceive other activities as significant or useful to them 
should they be added. 
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2. It seems to be more important, at least initially, for an activity to 
present a clear and immediate benefit to participants than to provide 
potential as a viable small business acitivity in the long term. If market 
studies had been available in 1975, they would doubtless have recommended 
against cloth-dyeing as a financial base for a small enterprise employing 50 
women in rural Mali. Some might feel that Markala Cooperative members have 
wasted their time in devoting five years to perfecting their skills in cloth--
dyeing, because of its small profit margin, the high cost of raw materials, 
and the limited market for finished products (which despite their wide appeal, 
nonetheless remain luxury items). Members, however, believed that in learning 
to dye cloth they would acquire a skill they could use for the rest of their 
lives, whether or not the cooperative survived. It is hard to imagine an 
activity better suited to the first years, when the cooperative was fragile 
and group commitment weak. Cloth-dyeing served as a highly successful 
organizing tool for the Markala group; now that cohesion is strong, the 
members can move to less conventional, more profitable activities that may 
earn them a living wage. 
3. Planners may do well to allow women to structure their own orqani-
zations even if their decisions appear illogical to outsiders. Certain 
organizational decisions made by Markala women defy commonly accepted business 
practices. Regular salary payments regardless of profits generated, equal 
salaries for all members despite widely diverging production records, and the 
election of poorly trained members to keep the cooperative's books are some of 
these decisions. The payment system clearly constrains growth and individual 
incomes because, in order to justify it, monthly production quotas set by the 
cooperative must be closer to the capacity of the least capable member than to 
that of the most ambitious, skilled, or least domestically encumbered. In 
discussions with cooperative members, I found that these decisions reflected a 
clear and rational sense of members' own self-interest, a response to their 
total socioeconomic situation. Their need for a secure, regular income and 
their distrust of outsiders have been discussed above. 
The rationale for the equal-salary system is perhaps more difficult to 
understand. As I suggested above, entente and solidarity are values members 
hold dear because their survival depends upon them. Many cited the network of 
alliances it created as a major benefit of the cooperative. At the moment, 
this network may in fact be more valuable to members than their monthly 
salary, since it provides access to resources, loans, and assistance on a 
day-to-day basis. Members' statements that the cooperative would long since 
have dissolved from internal dissension if members earned widely divergent 
salaries must be taken at face value. Thus a lower salary resulting from 
group subsidy of less productive members is preferable to no salary at all, 
which might result if the cooperative closed its doors. Finally, as long as 
all members receive the same salary, all feel confident that they are bene-
fiting equally from the cooperative, that the poorest members are not being 
exploited. This kind of exploitation, I was told, might occur if members were 
to be paid according to the number of finished pieces of cloth turned in each 
month. Richer members might hire poorer women to do some part of their work 
(tying, dyeing, or cutting threads) on pieces of cloth that they would then 
present as their own, keeping the lion's share of the gain. 
4. It is unlikely that the Markala Cooperative would have achieved what 
it has without the services of a tireless and dedicated advocate. Unshakeably 
committed to an ideology of self-reliance for women, Ministry of Rural 
Development official Mrs. Mariam Thiam acted on behalf of cooperative members 
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even when she did not agree with their actions. As an intermediary between 
the cooperative and outside agencies, Mrs. Thiam sought out technical and 
financial assistance in keeping with members' expressed needs. 
5. The Markala experience indicates that a key task of those who wish to 
support rural women's economic ro ·ects is to seek out and make available 
approeriate technical assistance. In the Markala case no appropria e body o 
technical advisors existed nationally; in any case, skills and technologies 
useful to members were often available only outside the country. The Markala 
Cooperative has been fortunate to have received excellent advice from experts 
who were able to transfer their knowledge in ways cooperative members could 
benefit from. These experts included technicians like Peter Donkor of Ghana, 
who managed to teach basic chemistry to a group of illiterate women with whom 
he shared no common language, Gambian women dyers who demonstrated complicated 
stitches and dye-bath chemistry, and a Dutch architect who volunteered to work 
with cooperative members and local builders to design a building corresponding 
to the cooperative's needs. 
Planners should be aware that the costs of finding appropriate technical 
assistance may be high, especially in terms of staff time. However, the 
Markala experience indicated the presence of valuable technical resources in 
the West African region, resources that required uncovering. The same is 
probably true for other regions of the world. 
6. In their anxiety to learn directly remunerative skills, the cooper-
ative members ignored training for the support services necessary to run a 
successful small business. Their technical skills have outstripped their 
command of the accounting and management skills needed to manage them. This 
discrepancy is due not only to members' hurry to learn marketeable skills but 
also to their low level of education. If even primary-school diplomas had 
been required for membership, however, most poor women would have been 
excluded from the cooperative. 
7. Job trainin is ex ensi ve and time-consumin and its costs must be 
realistically evaluated by donors and beneficiaries a ike, so hat poor women 
do not take on financial burdens they can ill afford. Although both cloth-
dyeing and soapmaking are traditional women's skills in Mali, several years 
and expensive raw materials were required bafore advanced techniques capable 
of generating substantial revenue were mastered. Although outside funds 
financed brief training programs and provided some raw materials, the long-
term apprenticeship costs were borne by the cooperative itself, using up most 
of its profits and all funds originally designated as working capital. The 
result of this underestimation of job-training costs--very low remuneration 
during the training period--has been extremely discouraging to cooperative 
members. In a group less highly motivated it would probably have led to 
collapse. The persistence of the Markala Cooperative's members must be 
attributed partly to their lack of alternatives, but mostly to their sense of 
ownership of the cooperative. They know that when the cooperative does 
generate important funds, they will be the beneficiaries. 
8. There is often a delicate balance between self-reliance and adequate 
levels of financial and technical assistance. The Markala Cooperative could 
undoubtedly have found donors to subsidize monthly stipends during the 
training process, or to buy up dyed cloth or soap before it was of competitive 
quality. Cooperative decisions for independence have been expensive in terms 
of individual revenue, cooperative development, and status, as members' low 
cash gains from cooperative membership earned the scorn of their neighbors 
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during the early years. The record of such subsidized cooperatives in the 
Sahel demonstrates, however, that almost without exception they fail once 
subsidies are withdrawn. Donors and recipients together must devise funding 
mechanisms which encourage self-sufficiency without forcing poor women to bear 
the financial risks of experimental projects; this will be no easy task. 
9. Insufficient assistance can be as damaqinq as excess subsidy. The 
Markala Cooperative has been seriously constrained by lack of working 
capital. Lack of capital has precluded stocking raw materials when they are 
low in price, constrained increases in cloth and soap production levels, and 
made rational planning difficult. Adequate capital is now an urgent 
requirement for cooperative development. 
lD. Donors and beneficiaries alike must carefully evaluate the recurrent 
costs of gifts in order to decide whether the group can afford them. The 
recurrent costs of the cooperative building were mentioned above. In another 
case, the installation and maintenance of the millet-grinding mill cost more 
than the income generated in the initial period, before the mill attracted 
sufficient business to turn a profit. Just as the mill was beginning to draw 
a substantial clientele, faulty installation caused it to break down altoge-
ther. Overall, then, the mill has been a drain on the cooperative's resources. 
11. Markala Cooperative members have controlled the pace of their 
pro.iect' s development. Only after several years' experimentation with 
soapmaking, for example, did they initiate more complex technologies. That 
members started slowly and expanded the project gradually seems to be an 
important reason for their confidence and mastery of cooperative technical 
activities. Only in one case, the timing of acceptance of new members, were 
the members subjected to outside pressures (in this case from town officials). 
Members feel that the cooperative should not have expanded membership as 
quickly as it did. That they view the cooperative experience as having just 
begun, after five years of work, is a lesson to donors who doom projects to 
failure by imposing unreasonable time-frames on them. 
12. The Markala Cooperative has benefited from integration into the 
network of producers' groups created in Mali after 1978. In addition to the 
benefits of participation in the cooperative store mentioned above, members 
have gained by the exchange of ideas on different styles of cooperative 
structure as well as discussing specific cloth-dyeing and soap-making 
techniques with representatives of other groups during training workshops. In 
one case, the Markala Cooperative and another producers' group began to 
exchange dried fish and hand-woven strip cloth, products each obtained 
cheaply. Such links should be encouraged. For example, a group of producers 
might sell shea butter directly to the Markala Cooperative for use in 
soapmaking. By avoiding merchant intermediaries, both groups could profit. 
13. Women in Markala and similar towns have sufficient freedom from 
routine domestic tasks to permit full-time employment. Thus small towns are 
promising sites for the development of small rural businesses like the Markala 
Cooperative or the rugmaking business currently planned by women in Segou, 
under the auspices of the Ministry of Rural Development. Town projects can 
then serve as training centers for representatives of rural women's groups. 
Farmers, who make up the vast majority of Mali's rural female population, will 
have different priorities and strategies for development. To learn about 
them, studies of producers' groups set up since 1978 by farm women are needed. 
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14. The Markala cooperative owes its cohesiveness in part to the absence 
of two kinds of dissension common to community projects: internal conflict 
between 8eople of different economic classes and conflict between uneducated women an government functionaries. The steps taken by members to minimize 
such conflicts--such as the equal-payment system, assuring the participation 
of poor women, and their refusal to accept full-time advisors--should be noted. 
Several dilemmas emerge from the above observations. If women are to 
design projects according to their own priorities (which do not necessarily 
include business and management skills, for example), how are they to create a 
successful employment-generating business? If too much external funding risks 
stifling initiative and too little funding places undue financial burdens on 
participants, how are donors or other supporters to strike the appropriate 
balance? Income-generating and job-training projects throughout the world 
reveal that marketing is a major obstacle to success, yet the Markala exper-
ience suggests that activities be chosen on the basis of women's perceived 
interest rather than according to strict marketing surveys. Finally, how can 
participants benefit from adequate technical assistance without, in the 
process, compromising the ownership of their endeavors? 
There are no ready answers to these questions but the Markala experience 
indicates that a flexible and long-term perspective is vital. Donors and 
supporters must be capable of responding to changing priorities of project 
participants--changes, for example, in the kinds and timing of technical 
assistance required or funding needed. Such responsiveness demands innovative 
support mechanisms and relatively close contact with community-based groups, 
suggesting that funds might best pass through local agencies, whether private 
or governmental. 
The fragility of the Markala Cooperative during its first years has been 
mentioned. The cohesion and self-confidence of the group today are a result 
of the process through which members changed project strategies, responded to 
problems as they arose, and attempted to answer such questions as how to 
market dyed cloth, how to manage revenue, how to improve the quality of soap, 
or how to resolve internal conflicts. Such a process of institution-building 
takes time and requires consistent support withough undue intervention. 
CONCLUSIONS 
The experience of the Markala Cooperative illustrates the determination of 
Malian women to become agents in the process of rural development. Their 
priorities--income to meet basic needs and access to productive resources--
coincide with the Ministry of Rural Development's emphasis on increased 
production by all Malians. The Markala Cooperative, a pilot project which has 
enjoyed the attention of one of the Ministry's few women civil servants, has 
already inspired a small program of support to women's producers' groups in 
other parts of the country. If analogous resources are to be extended to a 
greater percentage of the country's rural female population, Ministry 
officials might consider some of the following: 
A national policy to direct training, technical assistance, and credit to 
locally controlled women's groups. Experimental centers to provide such 
services might be opened initially in one or two of the country's seven 
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regions, perhaps under the auspices of the Division of Training and Rural 
Animation working in collaboration with the Division of Cooperatives. 
A national policy to train and employ village women to serve as advocates 
for women's groups from their home regions, perhaps under the auspices of 
the Ministry's Di vision of Training and Rural Animation in collaboration 
with the National Women's Union. 
A national policy to promote small-scale rural industries. The Markala 
soapworks illustrates that a network of rural soap-making centers might 
supplement production at Mali's capital-intensive factory while saving 
foreign exchange, creating rural employent, and meeting natonal demand for 
laundry soap. 
A research program to evaluate the equity of women's access to resources 
in the large agricultural production projects launched in Mali over the 
last ten years, perhaps under the auspices of the Institute of Rural 
Economy. 
A program of applied research 
shea nut presses, mud ovens 
mills, perhaps under the 
Agricultural Machinery. 
into labor-saving rural technologies such as 
to conserve firewood, and simple grinding 
auspices of the Ministry's Di vision of 
The competition for resources in Mali is intense and the country's needs 
are overwhelming. Precisely because Mali's per-capita gross national product 
is one of the world's lowest, however, it cannot allow continued reductions in 
women's productivity. As the Markala case demonstrates, an equitable 
allocation of resources, including women as well as men, will strengthen not 
only women but Malian society as a whole. 
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famine. 
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residents say that land was available to those who wanted to supplement wages 
with agriculture. This is no longer true. 
9Mariam 
Development. 
Region Mali," 
Thiam, "Study and Research on the Role of Women in Rural 
Case Study: The Role of Women in Rural Developmnt in the Segou 
mimeographed paper (1978), 9. 
10Perhaps it would be useful to recall here that, according to World 
Bank figures, GNP per capita averages $110 in Mali, making it one of the three 
poorest countries in the world. World Development Report 1979, (Washington, 
D.C., 1979). 
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966-1975 Paris, 1976, 51,59; and Emmy Simmons, Economic Research on Women 
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12This corroborates the findings of Brenda Mcsweeney in "Collection 
and Analysis of Data on Rural Women's Time Use," Studies in Family Planning, 
10, 11/12 (November/December, 1979), 382. 
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13 Se~ C. Peter Timmer, "Choice of Techn,i.que in Rice Milling on Java," RTN Reprint, Agricultural Development Council \New York, 1974). 
14In times of famine, however, women from farm villages nearby 
sometimes come door to door looking for work pounding millet or washing dishes 
or clothes as a temporary emergency measure, not a profession. 
15see Kamene Dkonjo, "Rural Women's Credit Systems: A Nigerian 
Example," Studies in Family Planning, lD, 11/12(1979) for an excellent recent 
article on such savings clubs. 
16Belief in group action should not be confused with the communal 
ownership of resources; decidedly not a tradition of Markala women or a value 
they hold. 
17During the 18 month period of cooperative records to which I had 
access, the only resignations from the cooeprative were caused by marriage and 
subsequent move to another town in Mali. 
18For a technical descripton of boiling-process soapmaking see Peter 
Donkor, The Develo ment and Transfer of an Intermediate Technology for the 
Small Scale Soap Industry of Ghana, Kumasi, 1978). 
19see Mariam N' diaye Thiam and Susan Caughman, "La Savonnerie de 
Markala," unpublished report to the Ministry of Rural Development, Mali 
(October 1979); and Susan Caughman and Mariam N'diaye Thiam, "Soapmaking in 
Mali: A Case of Technological Adaptation," Appropriate Technology 
(forthcoming, 1980). 
20The effect of the building on local authorities is discussed in 
Mariam Thiam's unpublished report "Rapport d'Activite et de Finance du Projet 
de Financement pour Construction du Centre de Markala" to NOVIB in which she 
says, "Le batiment a en outre servi pour imposer !'action d'animation feminine 
aux autorites de la region, qui en voyant cet immeuble bien fait et 
fonctionnel, sont en train de reconsiderer !'animation feminine rurale avec le 
serieux qu'elle merite," 6. 
21see Dixon, Assessing the Impact, Parts III and IV, for a valuable 
analytical framework and a useful discussion of methodological issues for 
assessing the impact of development projects on women. Ingrid Palmer, The 
Nemow Case (New York, 1979), is also useful. 
22Personal communication, August 28, 1980. 
